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Summary 
Recent studies have questioned the validity of many college student survey items (Hutchinson & Lovell, 
2004; Pike, 2008; Porter 2011). Researchers use various types of surveys to collect data about students’ 
community engagement experiences. Among the crucial pieces of information for both academic and 
applied research on community engagement is the extent to which (or whether or not) a student 
participated in community engagement activities. This paper describes an exploratory study that sought 
to investigate the validity of several survey items related to students’ community engagement 
participation, using data from applied evaluation work at a single institution. 
 
Surveys are one of the most common ways to collect data about college students’ experiences 
(Hutchinson & Lovell, 2004; Pike, 2008; Porter 2011). Unfortunately, the validity of many items used in 
surveys of college students has not been established (Porter, 2011). This exploratory study uses data 
collected at a single, highly selective, private liberal arts college in the Northeastern United States. 
Using matched data, I found that less than one-half of the students who had enrolled in a course with a 
community based learning component reported having done so on the survey. 
 
In this paper, I explore other likely possibilities for survey item failure, for example the use of unclear 
terms.  I raise the concern that, “community-based learning” and “service-learning” are inappropriate 



terms to use in surveys. In this paper, I suggest ways in which higher education surveys can construct 
items that describe courses or behaviors in ways that are understandable to all respondents. This session 
is intended to a) increase participants’ awareness about the complexity of survey item construction, b) 
provide insight into why some survey questions collect valid data whereas others do not, and c) propose 
several ways to minimize measurement error in future community engagement survey measures.   
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